Abstract: Studying low income households poses a number of methodological issues.
INTRODUCTION
Research on family and domestic groups crosses a number of disciplines such as anthropology, economics, gender and cultural studies, history and sociology. Much of that research focuses on the relationship between the changing forms of social provisioning and the domestic group through which the material needs of individuals are met. The study of households is important because it provides an intermediate analytical step between studies at the micro level of individuals and those at the macro level of socioeconomic development.
A household is usually defined in economic or material terms and is analytically distinct from social relations that constitute a family. In itself, the concept of a household is not theoretically meaningful. It has, however, proven to be analytical useful within diverse theoretical traditions such as Marxist and related historical-structural approaches, the social-historical life-cycle approach and that of neoclassical economics exemplified by Gary Becker.
The household is also a common unit for the collection of empirical data by official statistical collections which provide a useful quantitative data source for secondary analysis.
Nevertheless, official statistical collections and secondary analysis cannot answer all questions raised in theoretical or policy debates leading to the design of research to answer those questions, and questions that may concern the structure, characteristics and behaviour of households. Low income households pose particular issues for research design.
Access to "economically marginalised" populations to recruit research participants can be a challenge (Mammen and Sano 2012) . Marginal populations are often referred to as "hard to reach" populations (Hurley 2007) . Low income households are often labelled as marginal or "hard to reach". Although there is considerable ambiguity in the use of the latter term, it implies that it is some characteristic of the group making them hard to reach suggesting the group holds a homogeneity which does not necessarily exist. Therefore, use of this term "defines the problem as one within the group itself" (Brackertz 2007: 1) . Low income households may be information poor, hold low literacy levels, are vulnerable due to long term illness, disability or age, suffer from domestic violence or actively try to conceal their identity due to a fear of legal authorities because of immigration, taxation or illicit drug abuse, all of which reduce their accessibility for researchers (Shaghaghi et al 2011) .
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The paper is structured as follows. Section Two outlines the context and purpose of the Australian study. Section Three discusses the reasons for the study using a mixed methods approach in order to access low income households along with the advantages and disadvantages of the chosen research methods which were an online survey, focus groups and interviews. Section Four proceeds to detail the quality of the data collected and the findings illuminated to answer the research questions. Observations are drawn in Section Five about the use of intermediaries to recruit participants, the impact on the conduct of the research by ethics committee requirements, and the rewards provided for participation before concluding with suggestions for methodological approaches which focus on low income households.
CONTEXT AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
Most Australian households are able to choose the company to supply their electricity. If they do so, the prices paid are set by a 'market contract'. If a household chooses to remain on a 'standard contract' their electricity prices are set by State and Territory government regulators. Some 40% of NSW households, 30% of Victorian and Queensland, and 19% of South Australian households have chosen to remain on 'standard contracts', and thus pay regulated electricity prices (ESC 2012; ESCOSA 2013; IPART 2013) . Regulated electricity prices are to be phased out subject to evidence of effective competition. There have been In the six year period to mid-2013, the average increase in NSW regulated household electricity prices was nearly 108%. This compares to more than 80% in Victoria, Queensland and Tasmania, and slightly less than 80% for households living in South Australia, Western Australia and the Northern Territory. ACT households experienced the smallest increase of slightly less than 71% (Table 1 This means that the derived figures will not be representative of all those within each income quintile and should be treated as indicative only. Second, these figures understate the current situation for low income households because they do not include the effect of the substantial electricity prices increases since mid-2010 (as shown in Table 1 ).
These trends and data illustrate two critical points. Electricity prices rises are causing low income households to pay higher proportions of income and expenditure to meet energy bills. The severely disproportionate impact on the poorest Australian households is widening over time. of financially stressed households were found to be making sacrifices to meet electricity price increases and 10% were unable to meet the cost (Wesley Mission 2010). Electricity and gas bills have been found also to be the greatest cause of rental arrears (63%) in Victorian low income households (Sharam 2007) .
A not-for-profit organisation, which distributes government vouchers to assist those having difficulty with the payment of energy bills, reported in 2008 that 80% of these were seeking assistance for electricity bills (Babbington and King 2008) . Nearly 40% of the two lowest household income quintiles were unable to pay electricity, gas or telephone bills on time during 2010.
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The media also has reported cases of hardship such as parents going without food in order to pay energy bills.
There has been, however, no substantive contemporary evidence base to inform policymaking of the consequences for low income households of escalating energy prices.
Are increasing amounts of income needed to pay energy bills and is expenditure being foregone on other essentials? Are escalating energy bills, as found in the UK and Europe, contributing towards evidence of hardship such as inadequate nutrition, poor physical and psychological health, and social exclusion? What are the constraints on changes to energy use behaviour and practices of these households? What is the impact of housing conditions on the energy use of low income households? What is the extent of relief provided by government and energy company hardship programs? These are the questions which this study was designed to answer.
The aim of the study was to contribute to redressing these knowledge gaps.
Specifically, the study sought to investigate: the affordability and payment of low income household energy bills, the ability for low income households to change their energy use, and the strategies adopted by these households to manage higher energy bills in order to determine the consequences for the well-being and lifestyle of rising energy prices for poorer Australian households.
THE STUDY'S RESEARCH DESIGN

A mixed methods approach
The study used a mixed methods approach to collect quantitative and qualitative data.
Different views of reality are provided by different research methods. Each method provides a different "slice" of reality (Denzin 1997) . " [N] o single method can ever completely capture all the relevant features of that reality; consequently, [we] must learn to employ multiple methods in the analysis of the same empirical events" (Denzin 1989: 13) to partially overcome the inherent weakness or bias inherent in single methods, data sources, perspectives and observers. By utilising both quantitative and qualitative methods, the study reduced the limitations of one technique or source and increased the validity of the empirical reality presented in the research findings. Also, different data types yield different aspects of the study's object and "a single, totally consistent picture" should not be expected (Patton 2002: 560) . The advantage of using more than one research method and more than one data source is to deepen the interpretative base and ameliorate, as far as possible, the limitations of using a single method or data source.
Quantitative data was required to estimate the proportions of disposable income needed by low income households to pay rising energy bills, and determine any correlation with household characteristics, geographic location, the condition of housing and household expenditure priorities.
Access to a sufficient number of low income households to provide statistically significant data is difficult without considerable resources and the assistance of government agencies. One option was a reply-paid mail questionnaire distributed by Centrelink, the Federal Government agency responsible for income support payments such as the age and disability pensions, unemployment benefits and family allowances. Those dependent on income support payments fall within the lowest income quintile. A mail questionnaire was ruled out because the risk of an insufficient response rate was considered high for the following reasons: a questionnaire may have been incorrectly perceived as a covert method by Centrelink to check on people's circumstances in order to cancel income support payments; and, many low-income households have low literacy skills and are time poor (Demi and Warren 1995) . The study also had limited funding which was not enough to Page 10 of 29 conduct a mail questionnaire on a scale to provide a statistically significant sample of all income support recipients (around 7.5 million Australians).
A sampling frame does not exist for low income households i.e. a list of households from which a probability sample may be selected. 5 Therefore a random selection of participants was not an option and recruitment relied on some form of nonprobability sampling such as snowballing or self-selection often through community agencies (Babbie 2007; Mammen and Sano 2012) . Snowball (or accidental) sampling is suitable for small exploratory studies of marginalised groups such as the criminal or those suffering AIDS.
The researcher relies on one subject providing the name of another subject, and so on.
This method has a number of weaknesses such as representativeness of the participants from which to make claims of generality of the findings, and the time and difficulty of finding a suitable number of participants. It is for these reasons that self-selection of participants was deemed more suitable to collect the quantitative data through the least costly method of an online survey.
Qualitative data was required to determine the impacts of rising energy bills on housing choices, health, social inclusion and other determinants of well-being. A qualitative approach allows researchers to "understand lived experiences and ... interpret the understandings and shared meanings of people's everyday social worlds and realities" (Limb and Dwyer 2002: 6) . Qualitative methods provide a fuller picture of how factors such as income and household structure are reflected in daily practices, understandings, and behaviour (Barbour 2008) . This picture was required to determine if rising electricity bills impact on housing choices, health, social inclusion, and other determinants of well-being for low income households. The study's qualitative methods were focus groups and indepth interviews.
Face-to-face discussion is the most appropriate method to gain detailed and contextual insights into the well-being, health and lifestyle of low income households as a result of paying significantly higher energy bills. Focus groups tap into participants' perceptions, attitudes and opinions. More than one focus group is necessary because of the serious risk that a single group "will be too atypical to offer any generalizable results" (Babbie 2007: 309) . In-depth semi-structured interviews allow for the probing of views and opinions to explore the subjective meanings that respondents ascribe to concepts or events because "interviewing offers researchers access to people's ideas, thoughts and memories" 5 A probability sample is one in which selection typically involves some form of random selection.
Page 11 of 29 (Reinharz 1992: 19) . Deeper information or knowledge can be obtained by interviews about lived experiences and situations which a focus group does not necessarily lend itself to because some participants may dominate discussion, hide their real opinions or be reluctant to participate.
The recruitment of participants
The study's target population was low income households. The study defined low income households as those with a weekly income equivalent to or less than the income quintile of ACOSS, the peak body of the community services and welfare sector, advocates on behalf of people affected by poverty and inequality; PIAC, a law and policy not-for-profit organisation, is a longstanding consumer advocate on a range of public interest issues which include the provision of energy services; and, the COTA advocates on behalf of older people to improve their well-being and circumstances. These organisations also have extensive networks of community agencies and organisations in direct contact with low income households experiencing hardship and crisis, including those agencies that deliver assistance -on behalf of State governments -to those experiencing difficulties with the payment of energy bills.
Details of the online survey were provided to the ACOSS, the ACTU, the COTA and the PIAC for distribution through their member organisations and networks (Box 1). A website was created at which the online survey was made available from 1
February to 30 November 2012. 6 The online survey was completed by 372 respondents of which 82 per cent were complete.
Focus groups and in-depth interviews were conducted in the capital city of the four most populous states of Queensland, New South Wales (NSW), Victoria and South Australia, and the regional centres of Wagga Wagga (NSW), Toowoomba (Queensland) and Port Augusta (South Australia). The Victorian regional centre of Bendigo was also selected. However, no focus groups were conducted at this location due to recruitment issues which are discussed below.
Covering the four largest States and including regional centres enabled determination of the presence or influence of any significant locational differences. Low Organisations were contacted by telephone to determine their willingness to voluntarily assist and provided with A3 posters advertising the study, and copies of a 1-page information sheet and the Participation Information Statement, which were displayed at front counters. Dates, times and locations for the focus groups and interviews were also advised in advance to the organisations assisting. Low income households who wished to participate could leave their details with the community organisation or contact the research team on an 1800 number organised for this phase of the study.
All focus group discussions and interviews were conducted in October and
November 2012, and held at the rooms of assisting organisations because these locations were familiar and accessible to participants. Each group discussion and interview lasted for about one hour's duration and were audio recorded for subsequent transcription. Each participant was provided with a $50 "essentials" supermarket voucher as an acknowledgement of their time and contribution to the study. The study's design allowed for a maximum of three focus groups to be conducted in each of the four capital cities and one in a major regional centre of each State (16 focus groups in total). A maximum of 28 in-depth interviews (five per capital city, two per regional centre) was also set. Thus, depending on the willingness of low income households to be involved and the effectiveness of recruitment, the study's design allowed for a maximum of 172 participants through focus groups and interviews.
Across the four most populous States of Australia, 130 participants were recruited.
Forty-eight (37%) participants were from South Australia, 35 (27%) from New South Wales, 24 (18%) from Victoria, and the remaining 23 (18%) were from South Australia.
The lower numbers than planned were for the focus group discussions and can be attributed to a number of factors. Some potential participants indicated their willingness to be involved but were a 'no show' on the scheduled day. Many of the assisting organisations mentioned that their clients were very time-poor due to caring responsibilities or other circumstances, and held low level literacy and/or English-language skills. Hence, to give up at least an hour was not possible and the two-page Participant Information Statement (required by the University of Sydney's Human Research Ethics Committee) was overwhelming. Some regional community organisations did not wish to display the A3 7 An "essentials" voucher can be spent on any supermarket item other than alcohol and tobacco.
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poster so information about the study was only made available on a case-by-case basis at the discretion of the front counter worker. Other reasons offered by community workers were: suspicion that the study was collecting information for taxation, immigration, public housing or Centrelink purposes; embarrassment to admit to payment difficulties with household energy bills and more generally their living circumstances especially when children were involved; and, some past research projects had not shared findings with participants, so there was a reluctance to 'help again' because it would change their circumstances. In the case of the Victorian regional centre of Bendigo, the anecdotal evidence was that the study's potential participants had 'research fatigue' from previous projects. It is also notable that Victorian households have not experienced the same rapid escalation in electricity prices as other States, are less reliant on electricity as a fuel source than other Australian households and have access to more generous hardship assistance than in other State or Territory jurisdictions.
In total, 99 people participated in focus group discussions. The size of focus groups ranged from two to 11 people although the more common group size was around seven or eight participants. Although the number of group participants was less than anticipated, the overall number and their geographic distribution provides sufficiently robust results from which to draw credible conclusions which are discussed in Section 4.
Thirty-one participants were interviewed individually, either face-to-face or by telephone, which was three more than planned. It was decided to undertake these additional interviews to provide data for regional Victoria given the difficulties experienced recruiting in Bendigo. The type of interview was determined by the availability of the interviewee to meet face-to-face. In the majority of cases (68%), caring responsibilities, medical conditions, limited transport access or the hours of part-time/casual work meant that a telephone interview was preferred by the interviewee.
The online survey
An online survey provides a more cost-effective option compared to a mail questionnaire although this data collection method does not capture the nearly 1.5 million low income households who do not have home internet access (ABS 2011a).
The representativeness of respondents is a particular issue for online data collection. A range of strategies were used to maximise responses from low income households. The study's website explained the low income household focus of the research Page 15 of 29 and this was directly placed above the survey entry button. The survey was advertised through peak community and welfare organisations with extensive networks in direct contact with households experiencing hardship and crisis, including those agencies that deliver assistance -on behalf of State governments -to those experiencing difficulties with energy bills. Participants were given the opportunity to win a $50 supermarket voucher, which will be of greatest interest to a low income household, and to reduce the possibility of non-Australian households responding, the survey website page discussed which households are eligible and the second survey question required provision of the household's residential postcode. If this question was not completed, survey completion was not possible.
The survey questions sought information about:
 the characteristics of the household (such as location, how many people, how many children);
 the size and type of housing (such as how many rooms, what is the home made from);
 the household energy use (such as household appliances, if able to reduce energy use); and  household energy bills and their impact (such as the cost, any payment difficulties, the impact on spending for other essentials).
The survey questions were drafted using SurveyMonkey, a minimal cost online service which has a number of advantages: implementation and analysis costs are minimal, data is received in a predictable and consistent format, and responses can be generated very quickly (Mann and Stewart 2000: 70-74) . To maximise the response rate and reliability of answers, the online questionnaire was designed to be easy to navigate and user friendly, with a clear and logical question order, and answer options were placed under each question (Russell and Purcell 2009: 120-121 A one-page information sheet about the survey and the Participant Information Statement were made available through the study's website.
The focus groups and interviews
The interview is one of the principal methods to collect qualitative data, is very flexible as a data collection tool and has many different types. The data collection requirements will determine the type of interview most suitable (Fontana and Frey 1998 A number of interview typologies are evident in social science research. 8 The key factors which differentiate types of interview are the degree of structure used and the extent to which the interview is standardised across interviewees. Structured interviews are often associated with survey research with each person asked the same pre-established question in the same way, the interviewer's neutral role strongly promoted, little room for deviation from the interview schedule, and usually a limited set of response categories (Fontana and Frey 1998; May 2001; Punch 2001) . This type of interviewing is claimed to permit comparability between responses and the validity of responses is purportedly enhanced through the reliance upon a uniform structure. The semi-structured interview is a little more flexible with the interviewer able to seek information beyond the answers given to pre-specified questions. The interviewer "asks certain major questions the same way 8 Patton (2002) proposes three main types of open-ended interview: the informal conversational, the general interview guide approach and the standardised open-ended interview. 'Standardized', 'semi-standardized' and 'non-standardized' are the terms used by Fielding (1993) whereas Minichiello et al (1990) use a continuum based on the degree of structure involved, the tighter structure and standardization on the left and the opposite at the right hand end. Fontana and Frey (1998) use a classification of structured, semi-structured and unstructured.
each time, but is free to alter their sequence and probe for more information" (Fielding and Thomas 2008: 256) .
The endpoint of the interview typology is the unstructured interview which provides a greater breath than the other types given its open-ended character. The interviewer has a list of topics in outline form -an interview guide -but the sequence and wording of questions, about each topic, is decided during the course of the interview (Fielding and Thomas 2008; Patton 2002) . This type of interview enables the interviewee to answer in their own words, their own frame of reference, as well as enabling a greater understanding of the interview focus from the interviewee's point of view. The unstructured interview allows the perspective of the person being interviewed to be taken into account (Bryman 1988) and the interviews remain fairly conversational. It is for these reasons that unstructured interviews were used for this study.
Ethics approval for the focus groups and interviews was obtained from the A number of probes were also designed. "Probing involves follow-up questioning to get a fuller response; it may be verbal or non-verbal … [because] our objective is to have a guided conversation" (Fielding and Thomas 2008: 260) . Considerable care was taken to ensure that all probes were as neutral as possible, did not encourage a particular response 9 A list of the focus group and interview topics and questions are at Appendix A.
from the interviewee and hence, did not lead to bias. The 'probes' essentially were a reminder list of things to ask about for each of area of the interview guide.
The questions were open-ended and interviewees were encouraged to "communicate their underlying attitudes, beliefs and values, rather than a glib or easy answer" (Fielding and Thomas: 258) , to respond in their own terms, their own length and depth. No particular sequence of questions was followed for each interview, the probes acting to ensure that all things were covered.
The researcher acted as the interviewer. Given that the non-standardised format adopted for questions was discursive, it was important for the researcher to establish rapport with each of the interviewees (Fontana and Frey 1998; Keats 1988; Minichiello et al 1990; Patton 2002; Punch 2001 ). However, care was taken to ensure that the rapport established did not undermine the researcher's neutrality. "Rapport is a stance vis-à-vis the person being interviewed. Neutrality is a stance vis-à-vis the content of what the person says" (Patton 2002: 365) . Rapport was established which conveyed understanding by the researcher without passing judgement on the responses of interviewees. This was facilitated through the phrasing of questions given the importance of questions to the structure and control of interaction in an interview (Minichiello et al. 1990 ). Both descriptive and structural questions were used, the latter allowing the researcher to explore areas in greater depth.
The researcher's communication and listening skills were also important given the unstructured nature of the interviews (Keats 1988; Minichiello et al. 1990; Punch 2001) , the importance of establishing rapport with each interviewee and the need to ensure that the researcher found "not the truth per se but rather the truth as the informant sees it to be" (Minichiello et al. 1990: 128) .
Each focus group and interview was audio taped and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were read through several times to obtain an overall sense of the content. The data derived from the interviews provided the researcher "with a means of analysing the ways in which people consider events and relationships and the reasons they offer for doing so" (May 2001: 144-45) . A picture was constructed from each interviewee's account and their experiences of it. A qualitative data analysis software package -Nvivo -was used which permitted the identification of trends and themes in the data.
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THE STUDY'S FINDINGS
There has been limited understanding of the impacts and consequences for low-income Australian households of the substantive increases in household energy prices since mid-2007. The average increase in Australian household electricity prices from 2007 to 2013 was nearly 83% with the highest experienced by NSW households (108%) and the lowest average increase for those living in the ACT (71%). The study presented a substantive evidence base of the lived experiences of low-income households as a result of rapidly rising household energy bills. Survey respondents were highly representative of the Australian population in terms of location, income, dwelling type, and housing tenure.
Focus group and interview participants were highly representative of the poorest 20% of households which are nearly 25% of all Australian households, the majority of which are dependent on pensions and allowances. Participants included indigenous Australians, those from a non-English speaking background, full-time students, those with a disability or long-term illness, sole parents, the unemployed and age pensioners.
There has been anecdotal reporting by the media, welfare agencies, community organisations and charities of the deleterious effects of rising energy prices. The findings of this study indicate the nature of these damaging effects is widespread and systemic. The well-being, health and lifestyle of low-income Australian households are suffering from the cumulative effects of ever-increasing electricity bills over a sustained period of many years which has compounded the circumstances of these vulnerable households. Never or rarely leaving home, using only one room, shorter (or occasionally, no) showers, watching less television, going to bed fully clothed (or early) to avoid the use of heating, families using a common sleeping room when cold, rarely having friends or extended family at home to avoid using cooking appliances and/or the room temperature being uncomfortable -these are some of the 'strategies' that the study found that low-income households have adopted to 'manage' their energy use as they endeavour to control the size of bills. These actions are far more extreme than the commonly promulgated measures to improve household energy efficiency.
As a result of cutting expenditure on essentials such as food and reallocating expenditure on other items to be able to pay energy bills, and making relatively severe changes in household practices to reduce the size of energy bills, these households were found to be suffering physical discomfort, reduced physical and mental well-being, Page 20 of 29 loneliness and social isolation, strains within household relationships, and distress about the social and emotional well-being of children.
The awareness of energy efficiency measures was found to be strong and nearly all households have tried to reduce their energy use in response to rising energy bills. Barriers to further reductions in energy consumption were found to be no financial capacity to afford energy saving appliances or household repairs/improvements (which is most problematic for renters), the need for health-related use of heating and cooling and life support equipment, and the presence of children. Households are loathe to cut heating or cooling too much in case it affects the health of children or exacerbates existing health vulnerabilities.
Consistent with past studies, it was also found that household energy expenditure as a proportion of disposable income is much higher for poorer households and declines as income rises. The findings also show the acute differential between the poorest and wealthiest households. Overall, the study's findings pose a number of critical issues for government and policymakers. There is strong evidence of the inability of low-income households to become more energy efficient. Effort to reduce household energy use is widespread but has been highly concentrated on low-cost practices like the installation of low-energy light
Page 21 of 29 bulbs. The barriers to reducing energy consumption mean the scope for further and substantive improvements in the energy efficiency of these households are highly constrained. More minor changes to household energy behaviour will not result in sufficiently significant changes to be reflected in lower energy bills and will undoubtedly aggravate already diminished levels of health and well-being.
A problematic relationship between low-income households and energy retailers was also found by the study. This relationship is framed by companies providing customer information on websites, the use of 1300 or 1800 numbers for customers to make telephone contact, and the customer experience encountered when discussing payment difficulties or a payment plan. Nearly 1.5 million low-income households do not have home internet access. From 1 January 2015 calls from mobile phones to an 1800 number will be free. In the meantime, call costs pose a significant barrier to contact and information.
A further critical policy issue highlighted by the study is the purpose of energy bill assistance. Current assistance, the monetary value of which varies considerably across Australia, is reactive. Assistance is directed at the bill which is the end-point of household energy use. Thus this assistance does not help low-income households manage their energy use to achieve the maximum possible energy efficiency level for their circumstances.
Measures for widespread, long-term improvements to the energy efficiency of housing occupied by low-income households are also non-existent. Energy efficiency measures are limited in scale and focus on household behavioural practices to reduce energy use.
Energy hardship is caused by a conjunction of factors -low income, energy prices, the condition of housing, and the capacity to adopt different household practices to manage energy use given its size, composition and needs. This study provided strong evidence of the current extent of energy hardship and the need for current reactive policies to provide an improved level of assistance until preventative and remedial policies are successively implemented. The threshold question for policymakers, which this study illuminated, is whether there is the political will to directly address and eliminate energy hardship or whether the only form of assistance will remain reactive, fragmented and increasingly ineffective.
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OBSERVATIONS AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS
Low income households are difficult to access for research because there is no sampling frame from which to randomly sample. However, there are approaches which can recruit sufficient numbers of participants to yield robust results from which to make generalised claims. As the Australian study of low income households demonstrates, the use of an online survey combined with focus groups and interviews designed to cover the capital city and a regional centre in the four most populous States meant that representativeness was heightened.
The recruitment of participants through self-selection increases the possibility of bias although this can be ameliorated by ensuring a wider geographic representation. Selfselection through community organisations also raises the possibility of bias. The
Australian study chose a range of different welfare and community organisations with direct contact with low income households. Some regional community organisations, however, did not wish to display the A3 poster so information about the study was only made available on a case-by-case basis at the discretion of the front counter worker. Hence the recruitment was subject to an element of bias when staff exercised judgement as to whether someone may or may not be interested in participating in the study.
During the study's recruitment phase, many community organisations referred to past research projects which had not shared findings with participants and thus suggested there may be a reluctance to participate again. The study asked participants if they wished to receive feedback and a summary of findings was posted or emailed to all those wanting feedback. A full copy of the study's report also was provided to all organisations who assisted with study.
Ethics approval was required for the study by the University of Sydney's Human
Research Ethics Committee. The approval mandated a two-page Participant Information Statement which many prospective participants found overwhelming. Low income households have lower levels of literacy, cognitive, negotiation and communication skills.
Consequently a researcher needs to give careful consideration to the potential impact on recruitment and retention of the materials used to promote participation.
The focus groups and interviews were held in locations easily accessible to the participants both in terms of public transport access and mobility, and in familiar facilities and meetings rooms. They were also conducted at times to suit participants, particularly
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Mention should also be made of the $50 supermarket voucher provided to focus group and interview participants and a random draw of survey respondents. The vouchers (a pre-paid plastic card) were provided as an acknowledgement of the time given by participants. Ethics approval required that the A3 poster promoting the focus groups and interviews made no mention of the voucher although it was permitted for inclusion in the Participation Information Statement. When contacting community organisations about the study, the researcher referred to the voucher for each participant.
There is a considerable literature on participation rewards, their effect on response or participation rates and if they are coercive or exert undue influence. Incentives or rewards have been found to have a positive effect on response rates, and pre-paid monetary incentives more effective than promised in-kind incentives (Hansen 2006) . Singer and Bossarte (2006) contend that incentives are never coercive but may exert influence in surveys on violence and injury. Careful consideration was given by the study to the amount of the participation reward and the form in which it was provided. It was concluded that an amount of $50 was a good balance between being not excessive and not tokenistic. Some participants were noticeably more vocal than others but there is no evidence that this can be attributed to the reward of the supermarket voucher.
In conclusion, studying low income households poses a number of methodological issues. Nevertheless, there are a number of measures which a researcher can take to access "hard to reach" low income households using reliable and valid data collection instruments.
Careful thought and attention about the potential barriers to participation by those on low incomes needs to inform the research design to ensure sufficient participation and representativeness, and reduce the possibilities of bias. The use of self-selection through community organisations, participation rewards and data collection methods suitable to the task can yield robust findings to answer the research questions. By taking these issues into account, studies can be strengthened to provide strong insights for policymakers into the circumstances and needs of low income households. Australian household energy use has increased substantially in the last decade and electricity prices have risen rapidly in recent years. Further sizeable increases in energy prices are forecast. At present, there is a limited understanding of the impacts for low-income households of rising electricity prices. The media and emergency relief providers have reported cases of hardship providing a snapshot of difficulties being experienced. Energy ombudsmen have reported an escalation in household complaints and disconnections. But we do not have a coherent understanding of the consequences of significantly higher energy bills for those households with low incomes. This study is investigating the impacts for low-income households of higher energy bills and is being conducted in two phases. Phase 1, an online survey, investigated the relationship between energy use and housing conditions, and the amount of income needed to pay energy bills. Phase 2, this project, involves interviews and group discussions with lowincome households about the impact of energy bills on their well-being, health, and lifestyle.
Who is carrying out the study?
The study is being conducted by Dr Lynne Chester of the University of Sydney with the assistance of Dr Fiona Taylor.
(3) What does the study involve?
This phase of the study involves interviews and group discussions. Participants will be asked about the impact and consequences of higher energy bills on their daily lives, well-being, health, and lifestyles.
The interviews and group discussions will be arranged by the researchers and held at rooms in community organisations located close to public transport. Group discussions will involve nine volunteers and be guided by Dr Fiona Taylor, one of the researchers. The interviews will be one-on-one with Dr Fiona Taylor.
The interviews and group discussions will be recorded on audio (voice) recording equipment so that the information can be analysed by the researchers. To protect the privacy of volunteers, strict participant confidentiality and privacy is assured. Only the researchers will have access to these recordings, and the names of participants or contact details will NOT be made available to anyone else.
(4) How much time will the interviews or group discussions take?
The one-on-one interviews and group discussions will each take about one hour. Volunteers can choose to participate in either the group discussion OR the one-on-one interviews so participation in the study will involve a maximum of one hour of each participant's time. Version 2: 05/09/2012 (5) Can I withdraw from the study?
Participation in the interviews or in the group discussions is completely voluntary. You are not under any obligation to consent and -if you do consent -you can withdraw at any time without it affecting your relationship with the researchers, the University of Sydney or the agency from which you obtained this information sheet.
If you are being interviewed, you can stop the interview at any time if you do not wish to continue. The audio recording will be erased and the information provided will not be included in the study. If you take part in a group discussion and wish to withdraw after the group session has commenced, it will not be possible to exclude your individual voice from the audio recording.
(6) Will anyone else know the results?
All aspects of the study, including results, will be strictly confidential and only the researchers will have access to the information provided by participants. A report of the study may be submitted for publication, but individual participants will not be identifiable in such a report. All data will be published and presented in aggregate form.
(7)
Will the study benefit me?
We cannot and do not guarantee or promise that you will receive any benefits from the study. The study has the strong support of many community, charitable and welfare sector organisations. The findings of the study will be of central value to their work and advocacy. The findings will also be written up for publication and used to make submissions to government.
Each participant will be provided with a $50 voucher redeemable at a major supermarket in recognition of their contribution to the study. You are welcome to tell other people about the study. You can choose to receive feedback about the study and its findings from the researchers.
(9) What if I require further information about the study or my involvement in it?
When you have read this information, Dr Chester will answer any questions you may have. If you would like to know more at any stage, please feel free to contact Dr Chester at lynne.chester@sydney.edu.au or on 02 9351 5044.
Should you wish to participate in an interview or group discussion, please give your contact details to the front counter where you collected this information statement. Your contact details will be forwarded to the research team, who will then contact you directly by phone to make arrangements for your involvement. Alternatively you may ring the research team on 1800 126 208.
(10) What if I have a complaint or concerns?
Any person with any concerns or complaints about the conduct of the research study can contact The Manager, Human Ethics Administration, University of Sydney, on +61 2 8626 8176 (Telephone); +61 2 8627 8177 (Facsimile) or ro.humanethics@sydney.edu.au (Email).
This information sheet is for you to keep
